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	1. Part One - Leaving

**Summary:  
><strong>What if Hiccup did leave when Astrid found out he had trained a dragon? What if it wasn't entirely by choice?

**Author's Note:  
><strong>Lately, I have remembered how much I loved this movie and after hearing this idea tossed around on a few sites, I decided to try my hand at the tale. I inadvertently have this set in line with the second movie but it will not mention any of the events of that movie since this tale will greatly alter the events of the first movie.

I hope to capture the spirit of the movie and maintain characters personalities as much as possible since those are what I love. As with all writers, I greatly appreciate feedback, so reviews are welcomed.

**Disclaimer:  
><strong>"How To Train Your Dragon" is the property of Dreamworks Animation Studios and author Cressida Cowell. All characters and locations that may appear in the story are not my own unless listed. This is a work of fiction and is not intended to replace or change the published works.
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**Part One**

"I scared him?!" Astrid's wide eyes turned dark as she looked between the night fury and Hiccup, the dragon rather calm with Hiccup's arms wrapped all over him. She asked, though she feared the answer, "Who..is him?"

"Astrid, Toothless. Toothless...Astrid."

The girl shook her head in disbelief and peddled backwards until she was running. This...this was just impossible...she had to tell someone...Stoick would talk some sense into his son.

"Astrid! No...Astrid, come on! Just let me explain..."Hiccup took off after her, trying desperately to catch up. But Astrid was faster and stronger than he was, and even with his knowledge of the cove and surrounding forest, she far outpaced him.

Panting, the boy came to a stop. "This can't end well..."

A curious croon caught his attention and Hiccup turned to see Toothless picking his way through the brush.

"It's okay bud..." he turned his eyes back to Berk." I think."

_0000000000_

Stoick's eyes were dark slits as he listened to the young Viking. So this...this was what his son had been reduced to? Why did Odin seek to torment him even more? What blasphemy had he lain upon the Gods to be cursed such? He growled into his thick beard. He would fix this. He could always fix it.

Brushing beyond Astrid, the chief turned to his long time friend. "Gobber...gather up the strongest Vikings and the toughest steel...today we kill the Night Fury..."

_0000000000_

Night was a foggy darkness in the cove and the cool air made Hiccup shudder. Even with Toothless' warm scales against his back a chill had settles into his body. He was beginning to think it had little to do with the weather.

Determined that Astrid would change her mind and come back, Hiccup had chosen to wait for her. He would show her how gentle Toothless could be and they would go back to Berk and show everyone that they didn't have to keep fighting the dragons. He would fix the islands biggest problem and finally...finally his father would see him as something more than...all this.

But, hours had passed, and either Astrid got lost on her back to the cove...or...he shook his head trying not to think about the 'or'.

Suddenly, Toothless twitched one ear then another, his sharp hearing picking up some sound in the distance. Slowly the dragon raised his head and sniffed the air. His lips parted and he growled.

"What is it, bud?"

Toothless rose up and stared into the forest. His scales rustled.

"No..."

Illuminated by the mist, pinpricks of torchlight danced.

"No..."

Toothless roared. The lights paused for a moment then came faster and Hiccup knew that 'or' had happened.

Hiccup peddled back from the lights as they formed into blurry shapes and the sound of angry Viking surrounded him. There was no way he could stop them all. Toothless nudged the boy's back and shook his shoulders where the saddle sat. 'Come on' he said. 'Let's fly away.'

Hiccup begrudgingly complied, swinging himself into the saddle. Toothless snapped up his belongings before launching into the air.

The ground rushed away from them just as the Vikings poured into the cove. Toothless' massive wings pushed at the mist and the eyes of father and son met.

Stoick glared up, disbelief and anger swirling on his face. Hiccup watched him with fear and defiance. For a few minutes neither moved...then...

"Fire the catapults."

"But…your son," a voice responded.

Stoick tore his eyes from the sky. "I have no son."


	2. Part Two - Surviving

**Part Two**

"I have no son."

Hiccup watched, heartbroken as his father turned away from him and the massive weapon was rolled into view. Toothless flicked his tail and caught an updraft, twisting from the momentary hover in which he had stopped.

A large boulder flew just under him and the dragon rumbled in surprise. He shook his shoulders again for his human counterpart was rather dazed; the artificial tail still hung open preventing better aerial maneuvers.

Hiccup shook out of his reprieve and clicked the tail into the next position as another boulder came toward them. They flipped in the air before shooting for higher ground.

A third and fourth projectile – the latter flaming – were launched from the ground and Toothless retaliated with a plasma blast. The trees smoldered, the bark too damp to be easily set alight.

A few Vikings took to the trees aiming thick arrows to their prey's wings. Most fell short and bounced off of the dragon's tough hide, but one lodged itself in an edge point of Toothless' left wing, another in Hiccup's right calf. The two let out howls of pain as the barbed bolts sunk into tender flesh.

Hiccup turned again to his father, praying to Thor that this was all some terrible dream, but Stoick was loading another flaming boulder, giving little heed to the sky. "Dad…"

Toothless veered from another arrow and tore away from the fight. There was nothing there for which to risk his life. The powerful beats of his wings easily carried him beyond the reach of the Vikings in the cove and a few small parties scattered throughout the forest could do little but glower as he flew ahead, the only evidence of his passing, the whooshing of his flight.

"Are we going to let them get away?" Gobber asked, carefully broaching the subject. He was no entirely for hunting down Hiccup but Stoick was his chief and friend. The man had to have a plan.

The chief turned to his flock, all awaiting an answer. He scowled and waved a meaty hand behind him. "A trained dragon and a hiccup…they'll die in a week."
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Toothless soared through the sky for hours on end until the ocean passed below them and the islands were no longer shapes Hiccup recognized. Every now and then, the dragon would warble as the bolt in his injured wing was tugged by a stubborn wind, but otherwise, the two travelled in silence. Toothless did not understand fully what the skinny not-a-viking thought. He was a breed of solitary dragon, used to being alone and used to enjoying it. He tolerated the other dragons if necessary, but always looked out for his own hide.

Still…his skinny not-a-viking was different. Not just from the ones like him but from a dragon as well. Even though Hiccup seemed to be rather like Toothless in that he was one of a kind in a herd of those who were the same, the not-a-viking liked to be around the Vikings. Even now, after they through fire into the sky and pierced his precious wings…his not-a-viking felt sad, broken…alone. These he felt rolling from the not-a-viking on his back as though they were waves of the ocean and though the dragon could comprehend the difference between happy and sad…the why remained elusive. But the why, Toothless decided as he began to wheel down to a large island that did not smell of anything but plants, was not important. His not-a-viking…was sad.

As Toothless touched down, Hiccup slid absentmindedly from the saddle, collapsing to the ground. He hissed as the weight on his injured leg irritated the arrow still jabbed in his calf. Toothless crooned and turned to his rider. Easily slipping around the boy, he carefully wrapped his teeth around the arrow's shaft and pulled. Hiccup let out a terrifying scream and the barbed bolt was yanked free and blood gushed from the opened wound. Toothless closed his ears to the sounds of pain and calmly liked his rider's wounds. Slowly, the bleeding stopped and a thick coat of saliva covered Hiccup's leg.

The boy breathed heavily, sweat beading his reddened face. "Thanks…" The word was barely a whisper, but the dragon coughed his gratitude before turning to his own injury. It was not something he never dealt with, and though he greatly disliked the pointy sticks, Toothless was used to the pain they provided and only crooned slightly as he jerked his own bolt from his wing. In silence, he coated his wound in the sticky saliva.

For a few moments, silence was all that passed between them. Hiccup sat where he fell, staring between the dragon and the world around them. The island was not big enough for any tribe to really make a living off of…but he supposed he had no tribe. This space was enough for just him and his dragon. His eyes locked on Toothless again, and the boy sighed. Just him….and his dragon. No one else would take them in. No one else would care for a boy who claimed that dragons were not monsters. No. It had to be…just him and his dragon.

Again, Hiccup turned his eyes to the island but he did not really even see the land before him, instead looking at the last image of Berk he would allow his mind to conjure. The great ships, twisting dock steps, wooden shacks they dared call houses and..home. Hiccup pushed them all away with one last hefty sigh

The boy that turned to face Toothless was not that Hiccup, not that Viking...not..one of them. What he was, this Hiccup was not sure but he smiled his signature crooked smile and shrugged. "So...what's for breakfast?"


	3. Part Three - Revealing

**Part Three**

5 YEARS LATER

The sun hung far in the east; its rays not yet warm on the open ocean. The water was calm, rocking only slightly in the gentle breeze. It was a rare day of peaceful weather and only a few clouds threatened to spill their chilly loads. Fishlegs was quite happy for the change as he steered his little boat across the open waters.

His body glistened, even in the cool morning, with sweat from his exertion and despite having a blanket in the boat, the boy did not use it to cover himself. Once frail, thin, legs were now thick trunks to his frame. Broad shoulders, that had only been bulky for his heavy weight, now sported rolling muscles built from hard labor. His pale skin was tanned and his blonde hair, nearly platinum, hanging to his lower back. The locks were restrained by a braid that bounced with the rhythm of his rowing.

For a moment, Fishlegs paused and let the current carry him forward, as he pulled a scroll from the pack at his feet. It was a quickly drawn map that sported multiple random islands. He drew his finger along the squiggled lines that represented water and tapped an unmapped section near the upper section of the paper. "Guess I'll see what's over there…."

Re-rolling the map, Fishlegs took up the oars and again pushed himself toward the unknown.

_0000000000_

_Thud! Thump! Crash!_

Hiccup turned against the noise, hoping that maybe this morning, he could ignore his rambunctious companion. But, as with every morning, the dragon heard the small rustle of blankets and the light shift in the human's breathing, and leapt onto the boy's back.

Hiccup shot up with a grunt as Toothless' full weight came crashing down upon him.

"Okay, okay, I'm up!"

Toothless crooned, annoyed, and pushed against his rider until Hiccup had no choice but to crawl from the comfort of his bed or get pushed out of it. "Bossy…" He muttered with a yawn as he stood. Another yawn escaped him, and with half-closed eyes, he clambered onto his dragon's back. Toothless lead him outside and with a leap from his powerful legs, into the air.

_0000000000_

By the time Fishlegs arrived to the island, the sun was warm and he was panting in the heat. "Whew!" He brushed a heavy forearm over his brow and looked around. The foliage on the island was thick and he could see more ground than sea. A small smile broke out on his face. "Looks promising."

He gathered his pack and great sword, the weapon fitting comfortably against his back, before slowly picking his way through the forest. Fishlegs, took great pains in noting as much as he could about the island, studying the trees, the grass, and the soil. He sat in the same spot for several minutes, scribbling about the insects that buzzed by and the birds that hunted them. The trees on the island were thick, clumped fairly tightly together, and showed no signs of rot. Many of them reached to the sky as though attempting to blot it from sight. Fishlegs considered this a positive. Anything that came from above would be hard pressed to catch prey without having to crash through the heavy branches.

A sudden 'whooshing of large wings passed over head, giving credence to Fishlegs' worries, and he felt a shiver run down his spine. In a swift movement, he switched his notebook for the great sword, the blade glistening in the sunlight. Narrowed eyes darted to and fro as he tried to pinpoint where the beast would come from.

The sound came again, from his far right, and Fishlegs jerked in that direction. Then, from behind him then, the right again. The beast was fast. His fingers tightened that all too familiar hilt of his sword, ready for anything.

A piercing roar cut the air and Fishlegs responded with a scream of his own. Suddenly, he was face to belly with a thick black hide. His breath caught in his throat and he could only mouth the words,' Night…fury'. Fear that he had not felt in years froze his legs and the boy fell back. The sword clattered to the ground and Fishlegs turned his eyes away. He did not want to see when death came…

The dragon roared above him, the heat from its plasma building, then…nothing.

"Fishlegs?"

The Viking squinted open an eye and nearly lost his breath again. The tousled chestnut hair, the skinny frame…"Hiccup?"

Fishlegs opened his other eye. "Hiccup…is that really you?"

Five years had only barely changed the chief's son. Hiccup was still tall and lanky, though he had a bit more definition to his calves and forearms. He was a bit scruffier, the beginnings of the traditional Viking beard edging his more defined face. But the same outline was the same. It _was_ Hiccup!

Fishlegs bounded back to his feet, ready to tackle his old friend.

The roar of the dragon next to Hiccup called him off.

Hiccup easily patted the dragon's head. "Easy, Toothless." Despite his calming words, Hiccup did not take his eyes from Fishlegs, he too noticing the difference five years could make.

"What are you doing here?"

The blonde did not answer. His attention instead focused on the dragon again. The Night Fury was terrifying and threatening and deadly and everything else he had ever heard or read about, but none of that as directed to the human at his side. In fact, by the way his forelegs were splayed and his tail wrapped just a bit to his left, Fishlegs could see that the dragon was clearly protecting Hiccup. "It was true…"

"What was true?" Hiccup's voice was heavy, suspicious, and it drew Fishlegs' attention back to him.

"You…you trained a dragon!"

Hiccup sighed.

"Not just any dragon…but a Night Fury! Hiccup that's…." his words were cut off as a plasma blast shot by his head and exploded on his boat. "Hiccup?"

The dragon rider turned away, glancing only momentarily over his shoulder. "You won't be going back, Fishlegs. Not now that you've found me."


	4. Part Four - Dying

**Part Four**

"You won't be going back, Fishlegs. Not now that you've found me."

Hiccup did not look back as Toothless moved in closer to Fishlegs, head low, fangs bared, and a deep growl echoing in his throat.

The stout boy slid backwards on the damp grasses, his fingers hesitating to reach for his sword. Hiccup would call off the dragon, right? This was just a scare, right? He risked a glance behind the hulking form of the dragon to see Hiccup's retreating figure disappear behind the foliage. "Ha ha Hiccup…." This was all a big scare…right?

Toothless roared and Fishlegs screamed in return, drawing the great sword.

The dragon snarled and roared again, his massive wings spreading to make himself seem larger. He lunged for the Viking and Fishlegs rolled out of the way, slicing through the air as soon as he regained his feet. "Night Fury… speed unknown…strength unknown," Fishlegs recited, slowly bouncing in place. "Do not engage…" Fishlegs almost rolled his eyes. "Too late for that…" He darted toward the dragon, faster than his bulk seemed to allow, and swung his blade.

Toothless leaped over the blade and its wielder, gliding a moment before coming to land again. He roared for a third time, the shrieking call primal, before firing a plasma blast just beside Fishlegs. It was enough to make the Viking stumble away but the dragon did not seem to be aiming for him. At least not yet…Fishlegs frowned. Was the dragon playing with him? It didn't matter. Again, Fishlegs charged forward, the sword slashing through the air. Toothless reared up to avoid the heavy blade, wings flapping, both to steady himself, and to push away the one that attacked him. Another plasma blast left his maw and Fishlegs had to jump to avoid it. Toothless roared and charged as his feet hit the ground. Fishlegs pivoted and darted to the left but the Night Fury's tail was waiting and wrapped around his legs. The powerful limb hoisted the boy into the air and flung him into the trees. The sword clattered to the ground midway between his starting and landing point. The sudden sound of stones and branches hitting the ground met the dragon's ears and he cautiously picked his way into the brush. Dust still rose from where his prey fell and he could hear the sound of the Viking struggle. He growled again, beating his wings once to clear the air.

Trapped, under a stone-weighted net, was Fishlegs. He was cut up a bit from his fall and seemed dizzy from the landing, but otherwise, was unharmed.

"Good work, bud."

Toothless turned his attention to his rider as Hiccup reemerged, a long rope in his hands.

Fishlegs looked up, eyes still spinning as his brain tried to deal with being smacked on the ground, into a blurry, skinny face. A limp smile wrapped onto his own lips and, despite the coarse net weighing him down and the dragon that still huffed smoke next to him, he felt relieved. "Hiccup…" Fishlegs reached up. "I knew you wouldn't kill me. You're better than that…" his words continued as, face impassive, Hiccup knelt down and placed a soaked rag over the Viking's nose and mouth. After a few seconds, Fishlegs went silent and still.
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The first thing that Fishlegs realized, as consciousness returned to him, was the dim red light that filtered through his closed eyes. Slowly, muffled sounds and smells filled out his world and he heard a fire crackling, steel running against wood, and a voice talking softly.

Fishlegs groaned as his body woke, and the bruises from his fall screamed for attention. "That was not the best landing…" he muttered, trying to figure out why he couldn't lift his hand to massage his shoulders. He blinked open his eyes and was even more surprised to realize that he could not see any better. A moment of panic took him and he struggled against what he now realized were ropes, holding him in place.

The sound of footsteps made him pause, his other senses flinging out to understand. He heard breathing and felt fingers inching closer to his face. Out of instinct, Fishlegs pulled away, turning his face as far he could, tensing each muscle in preparation for….for…a blindfold to be removed? Light suddenly flooded into his eyes and Fishlegs had to squeeze them shut for a moment to adjust. When he opened his eyes again, Hiccup was sitting in front of him. Now that he was able to get a closer look, Fishlegs saw that Hiccup was not exactly the same. His eyes, that had once been bright and full of ideas, were heavy and grim. Creases were already burrowing into his face, despite his young age and his shoulders were hunched with an invisible burden.

"Why are you here?"

"Uhm…"

"Are you hunting me?"

"What? No!" Fishlegs sighed. "We…we all thought you were long gone."

Hiccup's eyes narrowed. "Then why are you here?"

For a moment, it seemed that Fishlegs was not going to answer, his eyes darting around to avoid meeting those of his questioner.

"Fishlegs!"

"I'm mapping the islands!"

"Why?"

"To find a new one…"

"What…that doesn't make any sense? Berk is fine."

"That's right…you…you left before it happened…" Fishlegs hesitated again. "You don't know."

"Fishlegs…what are you talking about?"

The stout boy winced against Hiccup's harsh tone and sighed. "Hiccup…it's…it's pretty bad…"

"Tell me."

_~~~Flashback~~~_

All of Berk was once again gathered in the main hall, their angry voices echoing off the curved walls. At their head, on a raised platform, stood Stoick, his great arms waving as he tried to get everyone's attention.

"Quiet! QUIET!" His voice boomed over the others and a slow silence spilled over the room.

"Now look…I know this is getting worse – "

"Worse?!" A voice roared over the chief's. "The damn things are practically moving in!"

The crowd bellowed in agreement and Stoick once again waved his arms for silence. "I know! And that's why I am taking the fight to them!"

The villagers groaned and their complaints filled the room: "Not again!" "We'll all get killed this time for sure!" "You're crazy!"

Stoick drew himself to his full height and boomed over them, "Yes…I will go to their nest, again, and I do not demand you come with me!" The silence slowly filtered back into the room. This was not the first time Stoick talked about hunting the dragon's to their nest, but there was a desperate determination in his tone that was new. "I will not tell you to throw yer lives away on this asinine mission of a stubborn man but I can promise you that this time I will end this!" He slammed a heavy fist on the wall to emphasize his words. "Even if I have to go alone…this time I will destroy them and I will not stop until I have made them fear the very smell of our island!"

No one said anything as the last words tumbled out of their chief's mouth. There was too much at stake..too much to risk…but there was also too much to lose by doing nothing.

In the past months, the dragon hunts had multiplied. First, they came nearly every night in packs of four or five, but within a few weeks, they dozens of dragons came throughout the day and night. The villagers spent more time fighting the beasts for their food rather than actually being able to hunt for it. The sheep were nearly gone, only Mildew's pet and a few young ewes' remaining, and most of the fish had migrated to safer waters. Food had become scarce and the harshness of winter was settling in. People were scared and angry.

Stoick…had to fix things or lose everyone.

Just as the silence began to stretch to a point where Stoick was sure he had received his answer, a slow drawl echoed in the room. "What makes you think this time will be any better than the last?" It was Spitelout that added this last, snide, remark, pushing himself to the front of the crowd.

Stoick glowered at his brother. "Because this time, they will lead me to the front door."
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The Berk armada steered silently through the icy waters, the familiar mist that rolled from Helheim's Gate, coating the air.

Stoick paused his lead ship for a moment, letting it list just before the mist. His eyes wafted over the ones staring back at him, both in his own ship and out beyond, where just over two dozen more ships waited. Every able bodied villager was in on the mission, only the young and infirm lingering behind at Berk to await the outcome. He was responsible for their lives; their futures. This battle would determine all of that and he was not going to lose. He could not lose.

The burden of his determination settled on his back, Stoick turned back to the mist. A figure passed over head, the shadow of wings coating the boat. From below he could just make out the thick chains, swooping in the breeze, which had once held the Timberjack in captivity on Berk. Stoick braced himself. "Take us in."

The fog swallowed the ships and for a few minutes it seemed as though they would not survive the mist's hunger. But slowly, the fog eased away as large stone towers and the steady beats of dragon wings broke it up. Stoick, glanced back to ensure his armada was still together, before turning again to the sky. Another dragon passed overhead, so close to the boat, the gale from its wings nearly toppled them. "Keep close to it!" Stoick whispered harshly.

The Timberjack was fast, but large enough to keep in their sights, though following the beast's aerial maneuvers proved to be more difficult. The stone pillars were no problem for the dragon that could simply go above them, but the boats had to move slowly in order to avoid crashing into the stones or each other. At times, the dense fog and even denser sea stacks, sent the Vikings off course and it was only the phantom jingling of their released dragon that kept them from being led astray. Still, the fleet was spread painfully thin, but there was no way Stoick was going to go any slower and risk losing this chance.

As the Timberjack joined up with a flock of other dragons, the Viking's saw before them, a massive volcano, reaching toward the stars. The dragons raced in through an opening high above but cracks and tunnels near the base of the mountain were all Stoick and his Hooligans needed.

The Vikings arranged themselves on and around the island. Heavier catapults were lined on the shores of the beach, the giant rocks at the base of the mountain loaded into the cradles. The ships were staggered just beyond the shores, three rows deep so that the last of row of ships were just silhouettes in the mist. If this went south…they would have the better chance of escape. Each ship sported two or three harpoons settled in massive crossbows, aimed for the sky.

Stoick surveyed the set up with a critical eye, nodding with approval. It was time. The chief turned to face the mountain and Gobber and Spitelout turned with him. Behind the three, twenty Vikings each, readied themselves for what horror lay beyond.

Stoick glanced to those at his side. "When we crack this mountain open, all hell is going to break loose…" The other two nodded grimly, tightening their hold on their weapons. "For Berk."

"For Berk."

With a wave of his arm, Stoick commanded the catapults on land to fire. A line of snapping rope served as a prelude to the destruction of the boulders that crashed upon the mountain. The walls of the volcano shattered away under the attack and dust filled the air. Stoick prepared for anything…but the world remained eerily silent. Taking a few steps further, he peered into the darkness that extended into the mountain. "Give me a torch."

Another catapult was readied, tightly wound bramble over stone blazing, and fired into the void. The falling light illuminated more dragons than he could dare count.

Like a true Viking, Stoick refused to be taken over by fear or shock and instead, brazenly rushed into the cavern, a fearless bellow tearing from his throat.

The nest of dragons responded by rushing from the chasm like bats. The stream of colorful bodies and large wings seemed endless but Stoick and the Vikings slashed, hacked, and fired into the mass, determined to go down fighting. The monsters, however, paid their attackers no heed, simply launching into the air and tearing away from the island.

The villagers watched, wary, then, "We did it…?" Gobber said, a bit unsure. Spitelout nodded at his side. "We did it!" A cheer went up from the villagers, all but Stoick happy to be free of their terrors.

The chief did not turn away from the mountain, his ears focused on some small sound rumbling in the bowels of the mountain. His brows bristled. "This isn't over." Stoick turned back to the villagers, raising his voice over the villagers' rambunctious cheer. "This isn't over! Form your ranks! Hold together!" The villagers scrambled back to their positions, quick hands readying the weapons.

The volcano growled again and the island quaked under the strain. The ground cracked and the mountain rained down on them like an avalanche, sending the Vikings on the shore diving to get out of the way. A great dragon head burst from the opening in the mountain, its wide, thick jaw easily dislodging the stone.

Gobber paled as he tilted his head to see the beast that towered over them. "Beard of Thor…what is that?"

The dust did not have time to settle, as the rest of the dragon emerged from the debris. Legs, twice the size of most trees, slammed down on the shore, steadying a body that seemed large enough to have supported the entire mountain.

"Odin, help us…" Stoick whispered before shaking off his terror. "Catapults!"

The Hooligans obeyed, scrambling to their feet and launching direct hits against their foe. But the stones did nothing to the dragon's tough hide and the beast only roared, annoyed by the action. She turned her eyes to the weapons and with one claw tore into half a dozen. The wood splinted and screamed, while those too close cried out in fear and pain. Stoick whipped around to see his people flop into the water, bloodied, broken bodies floating like dolls. "What have I unleashed?" His fear would not be coaxed away this time. A leader knew when he had gotten in over his head and Stoick was not going to lose more lives because of his pride.

"Get out of here! Go!" He waved his hands over his head, directing the ships more so than those that remained on land.

The dragon watched the tiny leader and roared. No one escaped! Her bellow shook the land again, before a blast of fire wrapped around a line of ships.

Stoick watched in horror as the first row and much of the second were easily engulfed in flame. "Get in the water!" The chances of survival were dwindling.

The villagers screamed, panic filling their every movement. Those in ships that had not yet been destroyed turned and tried to escape. The others, grabbed any spare wood and launched themselves into the icy water, paddling for what they prayed was safety. The dragon refused to be denied her meal and crashed into the water after them.

"NO!" Stoick raced after the beast ramming his hammer against her rear legs. He knew he had no hope of defeating the monstrous beast but he could give his people some time to escape. "HEY! HEY!" Decades of controlling rambunctious hooligans were put to use as Stoick bellowed to get the dragon's attention.

Further to his right, Gobber turned to watch his friend. The smith growled. "That idiot!" With a maddening roar, Gobber rejoined the fray. "Stupid beast! Over here!"

One of the queen's many eyes rounded to face the new loud thing and for a moment, she paused her attack, debating which to take on first.

Stoick's head snapped to Gobber just as fast, angry, but fear filled, eyes locked on him. "What are you doing?! Get out of here! I can buy you the time!"

The dragon wheeled back to Stoick and the chief snatched off his helmet, banging the hammer against the reverberating metal.

"Then I can double it!" Gobber jumped and flailed like fish out of water, spewing creative insults that he was glad that dragon did not fully understand.

"Damnit Gobber!" Stoick threw his hammer at the dragon and she roared as it struck her nose. He would die first. The queen reared up on her rear legs and came crashing back to the ground. The shore gave under the force and anything still standing came to its knees. Gobber was blown back, the flutter of the creature's wings knocking him off his feet, while Stoick slipped and rolled on the cascading stones. A boulder, shaken free in the demolition, nearly avoided his head but seemed more than happy to settle over his legs. Stoick let out a pained howl and banged against the entrapment.

Above him, the queen towered in all her destructive glory and roared a victorious call. This one that led them….she would kill it and they would fall and she would get retribution for all they took from her.

She lowered her massive snout and boiled the fire in her belly with a hiss. The noxious fumes that would spark the flames spilled out around Stoick and he coughed as it seeped into his lungs. This close he could hear the zip of the spark, just before angry red flooded over him. The ground glowed white hot with the heat of the blaze, stones melting into lava the sizzled as it leaked into the icy water.

The scream that tore itself from Gobber's very core was the lead in a chorus of disbelieving wails. Without a second thought the smith launched everything he could find at the beast, a red haze clouding his logic. It killed him! It killed him! IT KILLED HIM! Stone, blades, shields, his helmet hand and plethora of large stones bounced off of the dragon, doing nothing but heightening her ire.

"GO TO HELL YOU VILE BEAST!"

The queen turned, ready to roast this one too, when a harpoon launched into the dragon's side and the beast turned again to see the remains of a burning ship face her. The queen of dragons roared again.

"Gobber! Get outta there!"

The metal smith turned to the ship as well, a moment of clarity coming of him as he spotted the mighty Spitelout at the helm of the burning ship. Another flaming harpoon was nestled between the decorations on the ship and the man was lining the shot up.

Gobber took the scene in, in a brief moment and frowned. There was no way that shot was going to work. The dragon would tear it out of the air before it landed. He glanced to the smoldering rocks at the dragon's feet and felt his chest constrict. "For Stoick…."

Gathering up his courage, Gobber raced to the dragon's front, and wildly waving his arms, shouted. "Over here you giant lizard!"

The dragon queen lolled her head to the side so that her eyes could catch the insulting insect. It danced teasingly in her vision and she swatted at it. It was small and fast and rolled away from her claws. She growled and swatted again, the insect still diving away.

"Come on! Show me what you got!" Gobber raced around the dragon's front, twisting and jumping away from the angry beasts attacks. "Anytime now, Spitelout…" he muttered, glancing over his shoulder. The dragon was utterly focused on Gobber, but otherwise lined up well for the Viking's attack. Its sensitive, wide nostrils were open and a perfect target. If only…

The flaming harpoon flew over Gobber's head, lodging itself in the queen's head. She reared back, roaring angrily, spewing fire. They had hurt her!

Spitelout nodded and leaped from the boat as the flames made it more dangerous. He splashed into the water as the dragon crashed back onto land. Her fire would not be stopped and Gobber raced toward the water. A wide tongue of flame snaked around him before he made it and the Viking felt his very flesh boil and melt away from his bones. All sense left him and survival remained his only focus. He ran, desperate to escape the agonizing heat, and plunged into the water. Consciousness fled him as the cold water shocked his inflamed skin.

On land, the queen spread her thick wings and shot into the air. Streams of flame poured out of her maw, painting the land and water red.

_~~~End of Flashback~~~_

Hiccup had gone pale as he listened to Fishlegs recount his story and he was trying not to shake in his chair. His brain struggled to grasp the enormity of what had occurred but he could only really focus on one thing: his father – Stoick the Vast, the invincible, the wall of Berk - was dead?

"The Red Death – that's what we've been calling it – died shortly afterwards." continued. His voice was rough with years of emotion. Spitelout's shot burned the dragon from the inside." Fishlegs sighed. "Most of the villagers survived but…when we got back to Berk…the dragons that escaped had taken over the village and most of the island. We…we couldn't go back. So – "

"How…." Hiccup was hardly paying attention anymore. So much had happened…too much had happened and what had he been doing? Sitting here, feeling sorry for himself for five years! A rush of anger lanced through him and Hiccup roared, flipping a table.

"How did this happen?!"

Fishlegs stayed silent, curling back on himself as Hiccup raged about his home.

"I should have been there…He needed me...I could have fixed this!"

"…Hiccup…"

"He didn't have to go there….he…if he had just listened!"

"Hiccup…"

The rider stopped, breathing ragged, hot tears staining his cheeks. "What?"

"I…I don't think this is your fault…"

Toothless, from his corner by the fireplace, crooned his agreement. His bright eyes were big with sadness and worry. He did not mourn the Viking's but he felt Hiccup's raging emotions as though they were his own. They roiled in his heart like fire unable to get out.

"I could have…done something."

Fishlegs sighed. "You…you don't know that."

"What?"

"Even if you had been there…the Red Death was vicious and as big as the main hall. It killed so many…you…you probably would have died too…"

Hiccup was silent for a moment, trying to let the semi comforting words settle him...but...wouldn't it have been better to die fighting rather than hide here, forgotten? Then again, he was not here by choice. His own father turned against him…

Conflict raged through Hiccup, tearing his mind apart. With a hefty roar, he stormed out of the hut, Toothless trailing behind him.

Fishlegs watched with wide eyes, flinching as the rush of wings filled the air and it was clear that the rider and dragon were gone.

* * *
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	5. Part Five - Grieving

**Part Five**

Fishlegs sat alone in Hiccup's hut for quite a while once the dragon rider left. The ropes holding him in place were strong, their knots complex and tight. Despite his wriggling, there was no way he could get himself free. Of course, Fishlegs told himself, he was not all that sure that he wanted to get free. Even though the two had not spent much time together, he considered Hiccup a friend. In their younger years, they were both strange for Vikings, using their brains more than brawn – not that they had much of that to use – and he looked up to the chief's son. Despite everything that the gods threw at him, Hiccup refused to give up. He embraced his new way of thinking, his differences, and used them to help…though Fishlegs had to admit the gesture was more appreciated than the action.

Even now, Fishlegs found that he admired the outcast Berkian. He still remembered how the scrawny boy pleaded with his father to believe that he had downed a Night Fury and he remembered how his own thoughts were as jaded as everyone else's. There was no way… it was impossible…especially for a hiccup. But, clearly, Hiccup had not allowed the mocking to deter him and now…now he had trained one of the deadliest dragons to grace the skies. Not only that, Fishlegs mused, eyes roving around the large house that Hiccup seemed to call home, but Hiccup did not let isolation destroy him. If anything, it seemed he had thrived off of the change, clinging to the new life as though it were made for him. Where most would have abandoned the source of their misery or sought new company, Hiccup was here, alone on an island, in a house buried beneath the trees.

Yes, Fishlegs decided. He did not want to leave. Besides, maybe, just maybe, he could bring the new Hiccup back.

The boy shifted lightly as the pole he was tied to began to irritate his bruised back. The sores from his fall were settling in, and a few it seemed, lined up perfectly with the support beam's pressure. Combined with the way his shoulder blades jutted against the wood to keep his hands behind his back, Fishlegs was quite uncomfortable. He sighed and tried to turn his attention to something else, instead looking around at the place that had become Hiccup's home for the past five years.

The structure of the building was little more than a large hut with one level but enough space between the ground and high curving ceilings for two and a half levels. Thick rafters supported the structure, marred with years of claw marks. The construction left a lot to be desired as it was a bit uneven in some places and spare wood was hammered between planks where gaps had formed. Old, dark planks mixed with new tan ones, evidence of how long it stood here.

The interior sported one big room, portioned off only by heavy furniture. The walls of the hut were decorated with Hiccup's artwork. Dragons of all size stared at him. Some, Fishlegs recognized; a Scauldron, Zipplebacks in various stages of development, a Monstrous Nightmare with wings that spanned an entire wall – but others Fishlegs had never seen even in the Book of Dragons. Between all of them, were scribbles of the Night Fury. The dragon's expressive face was splattered between the wings, tails and fangs of the other art work, kind, sweet, bright, or dangerous eyes looking out at the world. In those eyes Fishlegs saw the same protective instinct he had faced on the beach.

A fireplace took up much of the wall to his right. A table of cookery – mainly small cauldrons and a few wooden spoons – stood on one end while a slab of blackened stone stood on the other end. Fishlegs realized that this was where the Night Fury had been laying during his story.

On his left, was what Fishlegs' assumed was Hiccup's bed. It was twice the size of the bed the boy had had at Berk and low to the ground, the frame two thick slats to keep him off the floor. Worn, patched, dull blankets covered the bed, which was lumpy with what Fishlegs assumed were feathers.

Between the two ends of the hut, was a small forge like workstation. A large rectangular table, littered with long thin rods and tools, was set next to a sizeable stone, the top flattened from years of being beaten upon. Hiccup had even built a cooling well indoors, further proving his skill with invention.

In comparison to these three highlights, the rest of the hut was sparse in comparison. Two reclaimed chairs and a small desk-like table, all with mismatched legs, and two or three hefty chests – new clasps or hinges glittering against the graying wood - were scattered about. Clearly, Hiccup had worked hard to make his new home.

The bulky Viking sighed and shifted against his bonds again, a cramp forming in his shoulders and hunger beginning to gnaw at his belly. Distraction did not seem to be helping. Fishlegs leaned his head back against the pole, and closed his eyes. Maybe sleep would help the time pass.

When he opened his eyes again, the sun had fallen from the sky and the fire burned away. Still, Hiccup had not returned, and Fishlegs worried, in the cold, dark night, if he had scared the rider away.

_0000000000_

Toothless glided easily over the clouds, wings spread wide to catch the drafts. His eyes were half lidded, relaxing in the peace above the world. On his back, Hiccup lay against the dragon's scales, silent. His angry tears had stopped a while ago, as had his conversation with himself. Now he seemed listless, content to simply let the world pass around him. The only thoughts floating in Hiccup's mind was the final exchange he had with his father. Hatred, betrayal, disappointment, and hurt had been in both of their eyes then. Love, trust…things like that were lost in the heat of the moment, and now Hiccup realized he had held some microscopic hope, that one day he could get them back. That chance was gone now.

Hiccup started as Toothless slowly began to wind down for a landing. The dragon's movements were smooth, but the light tilt of Toothless' body as he banked registered in the rider's mind as time to click the tail fin into a new position. It was only when they dipped through the clouds and his eyes adjusted to the foggy light, that Hiccup understood. The ground was charred and the buildings more ruin than structure, but Hiccup could never not recognize Berk. His heart caught in his throat and for a moment, Hiccup could not breathe. His eyes hung open, mouth agape, fingers barely gripping the saddle underneath him. He was…home.

Toothless wheeled down silently, his claws clacking as they landed on the old docks. The wood creaked under his weight. A growl rumbled in the dragon's chest. The whole island smelled different, dangerous, but his not-a-viking needed to be here, so Toothless ignored his instinct to fly away.

Hiccup hesitated to slide out of the saddle. The curving steps of the island towered above him, the faces of ancient Berkians staring down at him. He felt their judgment in their stone eyes and quelled. "Let's go, bud." He pulled on the saddle and clicked Toothless' tail into a takeoff position but the dragon grunted his decline, jerking his head back toward the island. 'We have to…' he argued and launched up the winding steppes.

The houses lower to the water seemed to sustain damage only due to a passage of time. The old, rotted wood had fallen in so that most of the houses had gaping holes in the rooftops. The doors were gone, either dangling on the side or mixed among other splinters of wood. Those that retained their base frame were revolting to even be near. Mounds of old clothes were piled together, caked with dragon waste. Toothless was quick to glide away from them.

Terrible Terrors tittered at the shadow that passed over head, the small dragons dipping into tiny bolt holes along the ramps, while a few young gronkles snorted lazy greetings from nests atop the stone statues or nestled within the now depleted torches.

The duo landed in the main square and Hiccup finally unlatched himself from the dragon. From here, he could better see the destruction the dragons had caused. Most of the smaller houses had been burned down, their remains pilfered for anything the dragons found interesting. What were once shiny things, family portraits, and books poked from the ground like young flowers.

Once lush, green, staggered hills full of houses, were now barren, dry, hunks of land sporting nothing more than grey soil and charred wood.

The bridges that had once connected all of Berk together were mainly dipping into the water, those that had not fallen to complete ruin, wafting in the winter breeze. Hiccup did not dare walk on the cracked wood.

Stables and the larger houses had become fire nests, the overly charred ground a perfect resting place. Yet, despite the homey atmosphere, Hiccup gathered that the dragons had not been to Berk in a long time. "I guess they left when they realized the food was gone…"

The fact made his heart sink even more. The ground was damaged beyond repair, most of the trees had been burned away, and the stench of the dragons had driven away any wildlife. Even if the Berkians did want to come home…there truly was nothing here they could salvage. It only held empty memories.

Even beyond the pointed island to the forest beyond, Hiccup could see nothing but destruction. More of the trees lie on their sides instead of standing, blistered cuts showing they had been pushed down rather than cut.

Those sturdy ones that did still stand were without leaves save a few thistle filled ones the dragons knew better than to bother with.

Out of habit, Hiccup turned his attention to the cliff overlooking the main square and his breath caught in his throat.

The large house had fared no better than the rest of those on Berk, turned to dust under the dragons' claws. Even from the square he could see the stakes of what had once been walls lunging into the sky. Without a second thought, he scrambled up the hill – for the steps had rejoined the earth after five years of disuse – and toward the broken home.

It was rubble now; boulders and wood and scraps of metal on a foundation of stone as black as night. His boots crunched as he walked and his steps kicked flicks of metal or wood now turned into charcoal. Maybe that piece had been his bed. Maybe those were the torch holders. Did this rock come from the steps he climbed every day?

Hiccup wondered if the dragons had been so cruel to his old home intentionally. Did they know that the man that once killed them lived here? Did they work together to tear it down? How long did they blast their molten fire into the wood before the stone cracked?

Hiccup fell into the mess, a bitter, ironic laugh bubbling up from his chest. It emerged like a bark, sharp and inconsistent, with mirth underlying the tone. Toothless eyed his rider warily, head cocked to one side. This did not seem right. He slowly moved forward, gently nuzzling Hiccup with a concerned warble. The boy's laughter trailed off in the dragon's scales.

"There…there's nothing left…" Hiccup whispered at length. He turned slightly; just enough to see beyond the Night Fury's body, and his eyes scoured the ground for any sign of his past.

He could not believe the old house was so destroyed. It had been a chief's house, standing – as he was told – long before his father became the head of the Hairy Hooligans. It was sturdy, meant to withstand the harshest of attacks. It was built to look like every other house, to say 'I am one of you' but it was tall, wide, and welcoming to remind the Hooligans, and to warn anyone that dare attack, 'I will be here when you need me.' And suddenly, he found that he needed it. Pushing away from the dragon, Hiccup ripped into the wreckage.

Something…some scraps of wood, an old piece of paper, a nail...anything. But the hill was desolate, only a black well of charred land where a large dragon rested over and over again.

Toothless warbled his grievances, peddling away from his frantic rider. For a few seconds, he watched, simply processing the dramatic change. Then he felt it. Hiccup's desperation was contagious and soon Toothless was pawing through the remnants of Berk life scattered on the ground. He sniffed at them, trying with his heightened senses, to dig behind five years of dragon to the human that once owned the items. The dragon inhabitants had not been gentle with what had been left behind on Berk, and much of it was pressed into the ground by weighty feet. Still, Toothless was compelled to keep digging just like his rider.

Hiccup's fingers stung with his efforts to break into the dry, rock-filled ground, but he did not care. Desperation drove him. He could not bear to stop, to realize that he had truly lost everything. His home, his father, his tribe…something…he had to find something that made all of this…not so not okay…

His ferocity driven fingers slammed into a hard, jagged patch of ground buried beneath the surface and Hiccup felt warm blood stick to the digits. Carefully, he extracted his hand, hissing as dirt smudged the wounds. Several long strips were torn into his fingers, one stubby fingernail was cracked to the nail bed, and a few cuts decorated his palm. On their own, they were not bad, but the blood combined to paint his hand red. The rider sighed exasperatedly, and dropped his hand to the ground. This was pointless. Five years of harsh winter, untended land, and gods know how many dragons, left no hope that he could find anything still useable here. He ran one hand through his hair, sighing again as the depression he had buried under determination and anger crept its way to the surface. The tears he did not know he was capable of crying, stung in his eyes and the not-a-viking pulled in on himself, lowering his face to his knees.

The warbling of his dragon, in the square – when had Toothless gotten down there?- caught Hiccup's attention, and the boy looked over to him. Toothless was clawing more aggressively into a spot in the ground just beneath the curving lip of the hill, out of his sight. Hiccup could only make out the movement of the dragon's shoulder muscles and his flicking tail that spoke of excitement. 'Probably some old food…' he mused. Toothless would never miss a meal if he had a choice.

"It's not gonna be any good now!" He shouted down, barely putting any actual care into the warning. Most of the words were muffled, anyway, as he lowered his head again.

Toothless paid the boy no mind, continuing to dig at his found treasure, crooning excitedly. He buried his nose into the ground, grunting as he tried to grasp what he wanted. Finally, the dragon was able to get his find, and eagerly lopped up the hill to his rider. He crooned and nudged Hiccup's back lightly. His rider did not respond – or rather muttered something intelligible – and Toothless grumbled and nudged him again.

Hiccup begrudgingly lifted his head, red eyes rounding on his dragon. "What?" his tone was sharper than he intended but Toothless seemed too excited to care. In his mouth, he rolled something around on his tongue, and after a moment, dropped it at Hiccup's feet.

A saliva and dirt covered horn fell to the ground. The tip was gone, broken off most likely from years underground. It curved in a perfect crescent and was small, coming from a young or stout dragon, preserved with delicate care. But it was a horn in a dragon's nest. Hiccup failed to see what Toothless found so interesting about it.

"That's nice bud…"

Toothless practically rolled his eyes, snapped up the horn, and flicked his tail at Hiccup's head.

"Ow!" Hiccup glared. He was not in the mood for Toothless' games but the dragon was persistent and when Hiccup did not move, the dragon wrapped his tail around the boy and forced him to his feet, half dragging Hiccup with him down the hill.

"Ow! Toothless…what?! You stupid reptile, I don't care – Toothless stop!"

Unwillingly at the base of the hill, staring at Toothless' hole, Hiccup smacked against the tail that held him bound. "What?!"

Toothless gestured, wide eyes to the hole and Hiccup glanced at it. "What? You made a hole. Great. Can I - " He trailed off as his mind registered what Toothless was trying to show him. Hiccup took a slower look at the hole, kneeling as Toothless released his death grip on the boy.

The dirt in the hole was muddied from Toothless' drool but Hiccup did not really notice as he plunged his hands into the mess. Delicate fingers brushed and grasped until he was able to dislodge…a crushed, dirt filled helmet.

Hope sparked in his chest. Even as deformed as it was Hiccup could recognize the small helmet. His helmet. The one his father had given to him just before everything fell apart. The one that not only represented his mother, but his father, his hope, his one chance to fitting in…his home. Tears pricked at Hiccup's eyes again and they fell unbidden down his cheeks. Beside him, Toothless warbled.

"I'm fine, bud…" Again, his words were barely audible, emotion choking them to a whisper. His fingers wrapped around the curves of the helmet and pressed into the grooves where the one horn had fallen off. Memories flooded back into the forefront of his mind, the soft voice of his father in the forge, the red light on his excited face, the sinking feeling he had felt for just how much he was NOT what his father thought…"You kept up your end of the deal…"

Hiccup frowned, his grip tightening on the helmet. No…this belonged to a Viking, a killer, a Berkian. Hiccup had proven five years ago that he was none of those things. He hefted the helmet over head, ready to throw it back into the ground and let the past reclaim it…his hand trembled in defiance, fingers refusing to release. Hadn't he wanted this? Hadn't he cut up his hand desperate to find something from 'home'?

The boy sighed and dropped his lifted arm back to his lap, more hefty tears falling. He couldn't throw this away…back then it had been so easy to forget, or even resent the helmet for all that it placed on him…not now. Now it was the only sign that his father had loved him…the only bright moment in a history of hiccups. His tears fell freely, and in the midst of his memories he heard his father's harsh Viking tone: _"Vikings don't cry, Hiccup. Ya' just…punch…whatever makes you…__**feel**__."_

The rider chuckled. Those were words he had lived by for nearly twenty years, stuffing any sadness down in the depths of his boots where he could pretend to stomp them all away. He had made jokes when there was sadness, reveled when there was pain, and if he dared cry, the tears were silent, quick and burned him with their weakness. But now…all of that seemed trivial. His father was dead; Berk was gone. No amount of punching had saved him or the village from the Red Death. So he cried – sobbed – into his blood and dirt marred hands, then into the scales of his dragon when Toothless pressed a comforting muzzle against his cheek. He cried and cried until his body shuddered and ached with the raw emotions. And in the shadow of destruction, _that_ Hiccup was reborn.

* * *
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	6. Part Six - Learning

**Part Six**

Something scraped and bumped against the edge of Fishlegs' consciousness. He groaned at the phantom sounds, angry at them for pushing him awake. Slowly, the blonde cracked open his eyes, squinting as sunlight flowed into his retinas.

He coaxed another groan from his throat and, out of habit, raised his arm to block out the bright light. It took a moment for Fishlegs to realize that he was indeed able to move his arm, albeit slowly as his stiff muscles protested the movement, without worry of pulling at the ropes. In fact, he noticed, massaging his wrists, there were no ropes. The discovery of his freedom quickly whisked the remainder of his sleep away and Fishlegs blinked a few times to adjust his eyes to the mid-morning sun.

"If you're up, we've got some breakfast for you."

Fishlegs jumped, startled by the voice. Hiccup was smiling lightly at him, a plate of roasted fish and grain gruel on the table next to him. The boy's stomach let out a loud rumble and Fishlegs was more than happy to answer. Scrambling to his feet, he crossed the small distance to the main table, eating the offered food before his bottom touched the chair. Hiccup chuckled at the other's eagerness, picking through his own food at a much calmer pace. He was not terribly hungry, the still roiling emotions ebbing away at his appetite, but he knew he had to eat.

"This is good!" Fishlegs said excitedly, though with his cheeks full of food it sounded more like: 'ish ish whoo!'

By the fireplace, Toothless happily crooned his agreement as he slid a third whole fish into his mouth.

"I didn't cook that…" Hiccup joked.

Fishlegs glanced again between the boy and his dragon, still rather amazed by the easy camaraderie they had. Toothless' wide eyes were peaceful, the fins and flaps around his face calm. Fishlegs noted that they twitched when the dragon was alert or threatened, much like antennae.

"So…" Hiccup's voice brought Fishlegs' attention back to his host. He seemed to have a question poking in his brain but was unsure how to broach it. Fishlegs awkwardly scuffed his boots along the floor, waiting.

Finally Hiccup continued. "The…uhm...I mean…does everyone…about Toothless...and me?"

Now it was Fishlegs turn to pause. Clearly Hiccup was afraid of the answer and after what happened back then, it was no wonder. But what answer was he afraid of, Fishlegs wondered; if the Hooligans all knew or if they had forgotten one of their own.

"It's…it's really more of a rumor really," he said slowly. "No one would confirm or deny it…"

Hiccup let the slow words flow into him. Astrid, his father, and the few Hooligans that may have had a clear view of him that night were probably the only ones that truly knew about him and Toothless.

Fishlegs watched Hiccup for a moment, glad that the other was not pressing the issue. The fact was Stoick would not _let_ anyone talk about his outcast son. Even the simple mention of the name 'Hiccup' was enough for the chief to threaten to send them to Outcast Island. Sure, in the beginning, the Hooligans were achingly curious, but after everything else that had happened, the people of Berk had more important things to worry about than one boy supposedly riding a dragon on the edge of the world.

"Fishlegs…"

The blonde jumped as he was pulled from his thoughts.

"Berk…" Hiccup felt his chest clench saying the word. "Tell me everything."

For the remainder of the day and into the starting edges of night, Fishlegs recounted the arduous life the Hooligans had lived after the events on Dragon Island. A total of twenty-six Vikings lost their lives on Dragon Island, forty-one sported new injuries and of those forty-one, seven more were too severely damaged to save. After the immediate return to the Isle of Berk and finding the place overrun with the escaped dragons, the Hooligans tried their best to fight off the beasts. But low morale and dwindling numbers of the able bodied gifted them with a swift defeat. They fled to the opposite end of the island where the trees were thick and winding caves offered mild protection. It was supposed to be temporary; just a time for the battered Hooligans to regroup, rest, and heal before retaking their homeland. But the pests tripled over the weeks and the Vikings had little choice but to flee to their semi-allies in the Berserker Island, controlled by the charitable Oswald the Agreeable.

"It was actually a pretty smart move on Snot – I mean Chief Snotlout's part."

Hiccup threw up a hand, "Wait wait wait…what was that?"

"What?"

"_Snotlout_ is chief? Really?" Hiccup found it hard to believe that the condescending, dimwitted boy could make anything close to a good leader.

But Fishlegs nodded his head eagerly. "Yeah. He did this thing with a Nightmare that saved a lot of the kids - "

Hiccup arched a brow, confused.

"He just stormed up to it and started roaring right back in its face!" Fishlegs explained. "I was sure the thing was going to eat him but I guess Snotlout scares even dragons because that Nightmare turned tail and ran."

"And they made him chief for that?"Seemed like nothing more than any of the other Vikings would have done and while Hiccup was glad his old home was stitching together a new life, he was having serious trouble wrapping his mind around Snotlout as chief.

"Well, that and the way he got everyone together. After everything that happened…people were really low, Hiccup. I mean, they were more willing to hide from the dragons than fight. But Snotlout…I think seeing his family die like that made him different. He made this big speech, swore to avenge the dead…" Fishlegs shrugged. "I mean, he's still Snotlout: he thinks with an axe more than a brain, but that's what Gobber is for."

Again, Hiccup found himself confused.

"Gobber is Snotlout's advisor," the other offered matter-of-factly. "He balances the chief out. You know how Gobber is."

Hiccup allowed himself another rare, small smile. Gobber's harsh, honest wisdom would be a good blade against Snotlout's brutish nature. He nodded and gestured for Fishlegs to continue his story.

"We probably would have stayed on with the Berserker's for a while but Dagur…well, I mean no one can PROVE it...but one day Oswald was found dead and Dagur was made chief. He forced Snotl – Chief Snotlout – to sign a new 'peace agreement'." Fishlegs scoffed. "'The former Berkians and Berserkers agree to an endless peace so long as neither ever cross paths again," he recited mockingly.

He continued to explain how the homeless Vikings were forced to return to the waters, sailing for nearly four months until they discovered an uninhabited, unclaimed land that was large enough to host the rambunctious Hooligans.

"So then why are you here?" Unlike the first time he asked, Hiccup was genuinely confused. Fishlegs had said he was looking for a new island…

"The island is sinking."

* * *
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	7. INTERLUDE - Reader Apology
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* * *

><p>"I want to show you something," Hiccup said excitedly the moment Fishlegs' opened his eyes. He was still squinting into the early morning sunlight but it seemed his host was already up and raring to go. Sleepily, Fishlegs' followed the outline of Hiccup, only opening his eyes in spurts so he was sure he did not run into anything. Especially when the boy led him outside and the sun burned his still dilated eyes.<p>

"Get on."

"Huh?" Fishlegs forced his eyes open and found himself having to look up at Hiccup mounted on the Night Fury's back. Sleep fled him quickly as Fishlegs realized what was happening.

He glanced toward the dragon's head and noticed that despite his recent kind treatment of Toothless and the constant treats he threw the dragon's way, Toothless still watched him with narrowed eyes. But he did not shift away as Fishlegs braced himself to swing into the saddle, nor did the dragon move once the boy was settled as well as he could be on the dragon's back.

"Here."

Hiccup handed Fishlegs' a belt with a metal ring in the center. "What - "

"It gets windy up there. You'll need something to help you hang on."

Fishlegs swallowed hard at the prospect of falling off and only now noticed the harness Hiccup wore. It was strapped more securely over his shoulders and across his chest, and the rope that connected him to the dragon was short so that Hiccup was more or less leaning against Toothless' back.

"Oh." Eagerly, he strapped it around his waist and attached the proffered rope to the metal ring. He felt his heart in his throat and the pounding rushed in his ears. He barely heard Hiccup ask if he was ready but he suppose something about him (perhaps the giant grin on his face) gave an affirmative answer because suddenly the ground was falling away from them. The pressure of their quick ascent pressed Fishlegs' against the dragon and he could barely open his eyes against the wind rushing by them.

Then they were falling and now he was lifted from his seat, grateful for the rope holding him secure. The dragon's wings brushed against his legs and he realized they were closed to increase the speed of their dive. He carefully squinted just in time to see the ocean waiting to swallow them up...

"Hiccup..?!" his voice was lost in the wind, his plea falling on deaf ears...


	8. Part Seven - Returning

**Part Seven**

"Something has been burrowing under water," Fishlegs continued to explain. It was not common that an entire island simply started to sink. "The whole thing is unstable. Gothi says we may only have the rest of the year."

Hiccup nodded slowly and pulled, from the shadows beside him, Fishlegs' satchel. "So then this – " he pulled the map from the bag, "- is to find a new island."

Again, Fishlegs nodded as he reached over and took the map from Hiccup, laying it out on the table. The lamp beside the dragon trainer illuminated the hand drawn land masses, the shadows seeming to bring them to life. "The Chief's sent several of us to scout out islands in all directions rather than just to board up the whole tribe again and hope for the best." He traced the line of Islands on his map and sighed. "It's been really slow though…trying to find a new island that is big enough to support everyone, that isn't already inhabited by some other tribe or…of course – wild dragons.

Hiccup was silent for a moment, staring over Fishlegs work he had done good work so far. Hiccup recognized some of the islands as ones from his own adventures and knew their dangers. Judging from the map, Fishlegs had managed to get quite far from the temporary island that the Hooligans now called home and Hiccup frowned slightly a shadow passing over his eyes. "How did you get here?"

Fishlegs, who had distracted himself with Hiccup's inventions during the boy silence, turned back to the dragon rider, partially confused by the question. "I took a boat," was his matter-of-fact answer.

Now, Hiccup looked up at Fishlegs and the blonde saw that the dark seeds of mistrust had not fully left his companion.

Inching back over to the map, Fishlegs tapped a small, semi-empty section of water. "We take one of the main ships out to about here then each of us take a smaller boat and examine the islands in that area."

"Each of us?"

"Well, yeah me, Astrid, Gustav, and a few of the other villagers."

Hiccup simply nodded. For a moment, a small part of his chest fluttered at her name and he felt like that young boy again trying desperately to impress her. Then his chest clenched as his eyes recalled her fearful, angry, hurt expression and he shut it out. What teeny chance he may have hoped to have then was gone now. He was a pariah amongst his own kin.

Hiccup forced his attention back to Fishlegs, realizing that he had once again started to speak. His thick fingers ran across the crude map and he babbled on about the interesting facets of islands he had visited. "..and this one had a really rare flower that bloomed only at night and released a special pollen potent enough to knock out a full grown Viking for a whole day! And over here - "

"That's great Fishlegs."

"Yeah and - "

"How long have you guys been looking?"

"A few months. Maybe half a year?" Again he drew his finger across the map, hovering just at the far left edge. "We ventured west at first but there was too much ocean…so we started going further south - " he traced the path and again hovered near the edge of the map. There was only a small space left empty on the scroll for what remained on the other side of Hiccup's Island.

"It's been a bit better. I have a theory that all of these small islands are broken off from a bigger island and…" his voiced faded to a drone in Hiccup's ears as he focused intently on the scroll before him, brows furrowed. Suddenly, he stood and crossed the short distance to his work table.

"…the plant life…and…" Fishlegs trailed off and watched, rather forgotten it seemed, as Hiccup rustled through some papers and journals comparing whatever he was looking at to the map Fishlegs had drawn.

At the fireplace, Toothless crooned gently and his rider absentmindedly scratched at the dragon's outstretched head. Toothless allowed the distracted pampering though he rolled his eyes.

"I can't believe you trained him..."

"Hmm?"

Fishlegs gestured, to the Night Fury and Toothless turned one green eye to watch the Hooligan. Despite the soft purring in his throat, his pupils were sharp and alert.

"I didn't train him..." Hiccup said slowly, a barely-there smile tugging at his lips. He extended his hand, much like back then, and Toothless gently placed his nose against the boy's pink hand. "I trusted him."

"Whoa..." Fishlegs' eyes were saucers as he watched them. Everything he knew about dragons was being crushed under the weight of what Hiccup shared with his night fury. He was impressed...and very confused. Was it just this one dragon? Was it just Hiccup?

He found himself scrambling to his feet and closing the distance between himself and the rider before he even realized it. Eagerly, he extended his hand toward Toothless, a good arm's length still separating him from the dragon.

"Fishlegs..." There was a mild warning in Hiccup's voice but Fishlegs could also hear how it wavered under curiosity.

Toothless was not so curious. Like a bow string, the dragon snapped, whipping his head toward Fishlegs', baring his sharp teeth and growling from the depths of his chest. Fishlegs hastily withdrew his hand though that did not stop the glare Toothless laid on him.

"You can't just go up to them like that." Hiccup scolded as he returned to the boy with several maps. "You have to show them, first, that they can trust you."

"How?"

Hiccup chuckled. "Feeding them works."

Fishlegs eyed the small pile of fish bones at Toothless' head and could even see the dragon's belly swell under his dinner. "Oh…"

Silence fell back over the hut, thick as winter wool. Fishlegs felt its weight and heavily returned to his seat. After a while, Hiccup finally rejoined him, holding scrolls of his own that he smoothed out over the table. An extensive, detailed, and large map stared back at them vibrant hues. Fishlegs was sure his mouth hung open but he was too in awe to care.

"This one." Hiccup was pointing to a large island to the east of the map.

"What about it?"

"A herd of whispering deaths live here…I haven't been back recently but - " he looked back to Fishlegs' map, which the blonde felt embarrassed to have next to Hiccup's masterpiece, and traced the line of small islands; " - they had laid their eggs last time I was there…might have been too many in one spot - "

" – and they could have burrowed the island apart!" Fishlegs finished excitedly.

"Yeah…" Hiccup bit his lip as he concentrated on the map, tracing his finger along the route the broken land created. "It doesn't work…"

"What?"

Sighing, Hiccup leaned back in his chair and shook his head. "I thought maybe…the baby Whispering Deaths would have been the reason…but even if they followed what broke off the water would have pushed them further north…"

Fishlegs just stared at the map for a moment before realizing what Hiccup was talking about. "Oh! New Berk!"

Hiccup nodded as silence once again wafted into the room.

"It couldn't have been whispering death's anyway…" Fishlegs finally said. "Even though they don't like bright light and prefer to stay underground, they aren't great swimmers and would still have come up at some point in the past year if only to fly away." He sighed. "But we haven't seen hide nor tail of anything above ground." He trailed off with a sigh, eyes roving the map as though it was going to sprout an answer.

Hiccup sighed in disappointed agreement. "What else do you know about the way it's sinking?"

Fishlegs shrugged, pursing his lips as he was wont to do when in thought. "Not much really. We don't even know how long it has been under the island. Gothi was only able to give a broad estimate of anything – you know how she is.

Hiccup frowned as he remembered the strange mute old woman. Her one large eye often looking out at things he was sure were only in her imagination. She was good at what she did and as elder had great wisdom but …"How did she even find out about the burrowing?" he asked aloud

"Well about four months after we got settled in, the ground started to shake a lot here and there. We all just thought The Trickster was rebelling against Odin again and we were feeling it more since we weren't on our own land. When it started to happen more frequently and parts of the forest would just disappear underwater, the Chief went to Gothi and asked her what was happening. She said that it wasn't the gods but something they had forgotten to leash up. So she went around the island, banging her staff on the ground and listening for I-don't-know-what until she finally decided something was making tunnels and holes deep underground." Fishlegs leaned back, the same frustration over the precarious situation that he felt when he first heard the news, welling up inside of him.

"You know…"Hiccup started as he looked at the map again. "It could be natural. Aegir could be throwing one of his long parties, stirring up the seas, and the waves underwater may be entirely responsible."

Fishlegs did his best not to laugh at out loud. Hiccup was reaching far too long for his excuses. Everyone knew Aegir threw his biggest and parties after the harvest to reward Thor for his hard work in controlling the skies. There was no way the Island was a result of Aegir and his massive ales – the spring harvest had only just begun a few months ago!

"I'm pretty sure it's a dragon," Fishlegs finally answered. "Maybe a Thunderdrum…or sea - "

"Dragons can't be blamed for everything!"Hiccup snapped. The words poured out of his mouth before he could capture them but he was having trouble grasping regret.

Fishlegs stared, stunned into silence.

Hiccup stood, slamming his hands onto the table as he did so, "If you had stayed on Berk none of this would have happened!" The last words were shouted over his shoulder, the boy already moving to the door.

After a moment, Toothless lopped out after him, and Fishlegs heard again the familiar sound of the night fury racing into the air.

_0000000000_

The hut was not all that large, but alone again, with only Hiccup's angry last words echoing in the wood and stone, Fishlegs felt as though he was very, very small. The fire in the hearth had burned away to simmering coals and the sun had moved too far into the west to cast any more light through the small windows. The darkness threatened to swallow him up and he felt safe only in the small area he had first occupied. Pressed against the beam he had once been tied to, Fishlegs sat and waited.

A grey cloud hung above Hiccup's head, draining away the boy that Fishlegs once dreamed to call friend. The young man that lived here was withdrawn, sullen, only peeking from his harden exterior when near his beloved dragon. At first, Fishlegs realized, he had tried to look beyond that, simply believing that age had made Hiccup more of a man. But he knew the truth then and saw it more clearly now: Hiccup had lost hope. That was one thing that made him push through all the ridicule and spite on Berk, what made him believe he could train a dragon and what made him fly all the way back to Old Berk - he hoped that things could change. Except the reality had smacked him in the face and it screamed that it would not change.

Knowing all of this, however, did not make it any less painful.

He was not sure how long he sat contemplating the dragon rider, but all of a sudden, he made out the tell-tale fwump of a dragon landing and the worried croon of the night fury. He did not want to confront Hiccup, did not want to break the thin ice on which they already stood, so instead, with his heart thumping his throat, he laid on his side, curled around the beam and prayed the other would believe him asleep.

_00000_

"I have to go back," Fishlegs said rather matter-of-factly one morning a few days later. Despite talking to Hiccup, he did not meet the boy's eyes, instead focusing on the porridge in his bowl.

Hiccup stopped mid-bite but did not look up. He waited for the other to speak but only the soft sounds of the hut filled the room.

Fishlegs announcement were the most words spoken in the past few days. The days following Hiccup's outburst consisted of the two simply existing around each other. Fishlegs had spent the rest of the evening trying to understand where he had gone wrong. They shared meal time together but did not speak or even use the same table. Fishlegs ate against the beam he had been tied to, while Hiccup spent most of his energy facing Toothless. The dragon did not seem bothered by their silence and only crooned reassuringly every now and then to something Hiccup said or did. During the day, Fishlegs was left alone with the partial invitation to look over the maps - Hiccup seemed to make a great show of leaving them spread over the table before he left though he did not explicitly say whether or not it was for Fishlegs' purpose.

"What will you tell them?" Hiccup finally asked when it became clear Fishlegs was not going to continue. Hiccup heard the tense and partially dark undertone in his voice but he was too worried to care. Fishlegs was never good with keeping secrets, spilling like a tipped mug if frightened enough; even worse when he was excited. Hiccup did not know which would apply but he held little faith that he would remain secret for long if Fishlegs returned to New Berk.

Across the hut, Fishlegs stilled, the tension weaving around him like a bind. He hadn't thought about it. Of course he wanted to tell everyone everything. Hiccup was alive, thriving, and had a dragon on his side! He could come back, a hero and save everyone. But for all intents and purposes the heir to Berk was banished. Would anyone welcome him? Would Hiccup even want to go back to the very people who chased him away? Besides that, there was still the problem of their sinking island. Scaly Hiccup – as Hiccup had named the island in honor of him and Toothless – was a great place for a few people but not nearly enough to make a home for the entirety of Berk. Telling the others would not save them from their fate. No, in the end, he realized, there was nothing to tell. Not if he put their needs and lives before his own excitement.

Fishlegs turned his gaze to the dragon rider and was not surprised to see that Hiccup was watching him. He felt, more than saw, Toothless doing the same at his back.

"Nothing," he answered finally, strength in his answer that he did not know he could posses. It seemed to surprise Hiccup as well, for he watched with wide eyes. Confidently, Fishlegs explained his thoughts, rather proud of his reasoning.

At the table, the dragon rider felt air return easily to his lungs again and realized he had been all but holding his breath in fear of the answer. A weak smile, that only barely reached his eyes, wormed onto his face. "Good. Thanks."

"Yeah…"

For a moment the two sat in their uncomfortable silence.

"Hiccup - "

"Fishlegs - " they said at nearly the same time. Hiccup plowed on first. "I'm sorry."

Fishlegs blinked but remained quiet, watching as Hiccup worked through his words.

"I didn't mean to get so angry. It's just," he paused and ran a hand through his shaggy locks, gesturing as he spoke. "When I look at you all I see is Berk and when I see that all I can think about it how stubborn he was…how afraid everyone was. I could have changed everything…I could have fixed everything but all anyone can see if that dragons are bad and it blinds them so much he runs off to his death against a monster he can't even begin to understand!" He was practically shouting now, though the holstered emotion now trying to creep through choked his words.

"Hiccup…"

The rider shook his head. "Don't. This isn't anything you need to apologize for. I'm not blaming you…at least I don't mean to – "

"Hiccup – "

"I thought going there would make all of it make more sense but there is no sense to this…."

"Hiccup I understand." Fishlegs spat out before Hiccup could talk over him again. "I've had almost five years to get used to all of this…it's a lot to take in all at once. To be honest…I was a little worried when you took it all so well." He flashed a smile and he could almost see the words carry away a little of the burden to which Hiccup had been clinging.

The rider returned the smile, some of his old sense twinkling in the dark corners of his eyes. It would, Fishlegs thought, take some time before Hiccup was himself again, but at least the Night Fury tamer was on the right track.

_0000000000_

The trio stood at the edge of the tree line, the sand of the shore spreading out before them. Toothless warbled from just behind his rider. In the thinning foliage he was just visible, the black scales glittering in the setting sunlight. Fishlegs cast him a look.

"I'll come back…" he said slowly. To be honest, he was not sure if he was welcomed back. Hiccup had not thrown him out despite everything that happened over the past six days and had been a kind host but that was no invitation to arrive a second time. Still, he felt bad leaving the boy here.

Hiccup smiled lightly. "Sure." As an afterthought he added, "alone."

The blonde's eyes lit up and he practically vibrated with excitement. "Of course!"

Toothless warbled his disagreement and slunk into the thicker trees.

"Guess he still doesn't like me…" When Hiccup did not comment, Fishlegs turned his attention to the little rowboat, repacked with his bag and a sack of native berries and nuts, sighing. As the silence stretched a few more awkward minutes, he took it as a cue to shove off. Crossing the sands, Fishlegs started to push the boat back into the water. The waves were eager to take the rowboat on it's course and Fishlegs had to jog a bit in the shallows before he could jump inside. As he clambered awkwardly over the edge of the boat, he heard behind him, the distinct and now rare sound of Hiccup's jovial laughter.

_0000000000_

Fishlegs felt his stomach sink as the ship approached the island. More than half of the village had poured out to hear firsthand on their luck and he had nothing – and everything – to tell them. He could not bear to meet any of their questioning eyes and just settled for busying himself with the ropes and sails as the ship was pulled into dock.

Snotlout brushed through his crowd to be first to hear.

Fishlegs couldn't help but watch him now. After seeing Hiccup and how the boy had changed – matured and grown after all these years – he was more aware of the chief's changes as well.

Snotlout's build had not changed as much as Hiccup – the warrior son was an early bloomer, coming into his thick muscles and broad frame early in life. He had a few extra inches in height but still stood below most of the villagers of Berk. His face sported light edges of a beard and mustache that showed signs of one day growing in much like his fathers. Fishlegs was sure this was the boy's intention. But the biggest change in Snotlout was his character. He accepted and wore leadership well. Even now as he shouldered his way through the crowd, he did rudely push the villagers to the side with hefty boasts brought on by the weight of his family's reputation, but rather with solid forceful steps weighed now by his crown. Unlike Stoick, Snotlout did not do well to hide his pain as chief but rather wore it on his chest like a badge. Not for attention – he did not want pity or sympathy – but as though to show how he survived despite it.

Snotlout had grown, Fishlegs mused. And it was a good growth. Still, the boy's laugh was all but gone and the lines forming around his eyes were from frowns instead of smiles.

"Well?!" Snotlout boomed as soon as the boat was anchored. The crew quickly migrated back exposing the younger Vikings to their chief.

For a moment, silence, punctuated only by the youngsters awkward fidgeting and the splash of waves, filled the docks.

"Great." Snotlout rubbed the bridge of his nose, forced himself to exhale heavily and turned, stalking back toward the village. Behind him, only just arriving as he hobbled on his one good leg, Gobber took a moment to take in the scene, cringed and shrugged. "Best go on then," he said before turning and following after the Chief.

_0000000000_

The doors of the great hall slammed open as the inhabitants literally scrambled from within. As had been the case lately, giving Chief Snotlout the bad news that no new suitable island had been discovered was intense and nerve-wracking and the large meade hall, capable of fitting the entire village, felt no larger than a closet.

Astrid was very glad to feel the cool dusk air on her face.

"Went that good, huh?"

Astrid paused and turned to the gravely, nasal voice. Ruffnut leaned against the building watching the other female Viking with her signature smirk.

"Oh Yeah!" Astrid answered sarcastically, waving her arms to emphasize her words. "Because Snotlout just loves hearing things aren't going his way." The girl sighed. "This whole thing…I'm starting to wonder if there is anywhere safe to go…"

"We just need to get out there and bash some dragon heads in!" Ruff pushed away from the wall, pounding her own fists together. "That'll clear up a new island in no time!"

For a moment Astrid wasn't sure if Ruff was serious or not. Five years ago she would not have doubted that the girl truly saw that as a plausible solution. Back then she could solve anything by punching – or head butting – it with all her might. She and Tuff were an invincible team. But the half decade that aged them more than they wanted had changed a lot of things. So Astrid actually had to ask, "You're not serous right…"

Ruff chuckled and shook her head, long blonde locks bouncing as she did so.

"Good," Astrid answered with a laugh. "Because if Snotlout heard that he just might do it."

Ruff gave an awkward bark of a laugh – Astrid was never good at telling jokes – and jerked her head toward the main square. "Headin' home?"

At Astrid's confirmation the two began walking.

The 'square' was really more of a jumble of tightly built huts surrounding a hastily dug well. Unlike the homes they previously occupied, these were designed not for comfort but for survival. Once high-arching rooftops were now reduced to shingles of wood, patched with heavy wool where the elements had proven to be too much.

Much like their surroundings, the two female Vikings were a product of the swiftly changed Hooligans. Ruffnut had grown taller and more filled out though she still maintained a lanky figure due to spending most of her time hunched, arms swinging like an ape. But the dumbfounded lazy expression that once was a permanent face was forming into a signature Viking glare. Fire smoldered behind her eyes and her smirk dared a challenger to take her on.

Beside her, Astrid had grown much the same. Her once thin figure was supported now by trained lean muscles. She bore a golden tan from her time on the ships and the braid she used to restrain her blonde locks now reached to her waist. But her biggest change was the helmet that adorned her like a crown.

Unlike the standard metal helmets of the other vikings, hers was crafted of deep red dragon hide and scales, metal only present to hold it to the proper shape. Three horns rested on each side, two on either side reaching over her shoulders, while two more pointed toward the sky. These were long and thin, talons of her first prey.

As was expected after Hiccup's abandonment, Astrid was given the right to kill the large beast. The battle was everything she had expected it to be, terrifying, long, arduous...and thrilling. The feel of the beasts talons raking along her back as she dove beneath its hulking form, the blistering heat of its flames that not only were spit from its mouth but covered the flamed red hide, and most importantly, the feel of its scales and flesh giving way as she hacked into its long neck to deliver the finishing blow. Astrid shivered as she remembered the battle, and ran her fingers along the prize.

Many of the Hooligans had been surprised by her request for a helmet - the girl had never worn one in the whole time they knew her - but Astrid had her reasons. When her father died under the fire of the Skrill, his helmet fused to his burning skull, she made a promise to herself that when she killed her first dragon, she would wear its hide proudly to challenge any and all other dragons that dared attack her.

After her success slaying the Monstrous Nightmare, the creature's long horns and thick hide had been crafted into a helmet that she was now never without.

As they neared the hut that the Thurstons made home, Ruffnut slowed and seemed to be quite interested in a small pebble on the ground.

Astrid glanced to the house. "How is he?"

A more somber expression fell over the skinny viking's face. For the most part, Ruff could put on her lopsided grin, punch and laugh at anything and pretend things were okay. But with Astrid…the two had grown closer over the past years.

Tuffnut had been foolish. That thunderpede may have been small but they were massive dragons even for runts. And Tuff was too foolish to keep in mind its many extremities. The boy could barely manage to stay standing against a normal dragon (they would almost always catch him up with their tails). And Ruffnut was too…well she was foolish too. She didn't yell stop. She egged him on. She didn't say turn back…she threw rocks to get the things attention. She didn't run after him but hid and watched. The only thing she did right…was pulling what was left of Tuff away before the dragon could finish ripping him apart.

In the end, Tuff had lost one leg to the dragon, and most of the other to infection. His right arm ended at his elbow and the left was missing two fingers. In fact, the only wound that left no damage was the blow to his head from being tossed into a boulder. Gobber said it was a miracle he survived. Ruff was not sure she'd call what he was 'surviving'. Fear, shock, and humiliation had driven her brother to silence. Their mother spent most of her time caring for him and Ruff picked up the task at night. She joked with him at first and even resorted to their usual games. When Tuff flinched away from her playful smack she stopped.

In the three years since it happened, Tuff had only said a few words mainly in his sleep. They were almost always accompanied with tears.

"I think all this is getting to him," Ruff finally answered. "His night fits are coming more often and he refuses to wear the leg Gobber made for him."

Astrid sighed. She was not sure what to do. "Ruff…"

The other looked up, tired sadness in her eyes. "I think I'm losing my brother, Astrid."

* * *
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**As always, please read _and_ **_review._ **As much as I appreciate being favorited and racking up the followers, as a writer, I like to hear reviews. Not just good stuff, but honest thoughts and opinions. What did you like, what did you hate, what did I do well, what did I butcher - these things help me to improve as I work on my writing and are the treasure of any writer. Please don't take this as greed for reviews, a plea for attention, or a demand - this is simply a request from a writer and reader to fellow writers and readers.**

As a side note, you read a bit about Aegir and Thor in this chapter. I did a quick search on Norse mythology and found that the God of Seas - Aegir - was given a large cauldron, in which he brews wine, by Thor as a gift. He also throws parties a lot. I also saw that Thor, in addition to being the God of Thunder and Lightning (and an awesome Avenger)is also generally a sky god and as such is crucial to the harvest. I made up the bit about a party FOR Thor but it seemed fitting and also created a timeline. I really enjoy that every now and then we get reminders that the Hooligans are a Viking Tribe and heavily believe in the Gods. I wanted to play on that as well.

Thanks for reading!


End file.
